Abstract
Background
The issue of avoidance arose unexpectedly in an in-depth study of the integration of the number word MILLION into the English system of number words. The main results of this study have been reported elsewhere (MacQueen 2004 (MacQueen , especially 2010 (MacQueen , 2014 , namely that MILLION underwent a change in word class and function from being a noun heading a noun phrase (example 1) to being a (post-) determiner of the true head of the noun phrase (2), which is the noun being counted (people).
( (Hurford 1987:196-199) . This shift took place in American newspapers roughly one generation before it occurred in The Times (ibid.). The precise dating will emerge from the figures reproduced below.
Material and method
The main findings were based on digital searches of Proquest's Historical Newspapers Collection (for US newspapers) and Gale Cengage's The Times Digital Archive (for the leading UK newspaper of the period covered). At the time the study was undertaken (roughly 2003-2008) , these databases contained tens of billions of datable words from 1851 to the present (Historical Newspapers) and from 1785 to the present (Times Digital Archive), and they have continued to grow in the last few years. The methodology necessitated by the proprietary nature of these collections is also outlined in detail in the above sources and need not be elaborated here. Suffice it to say that all the results are based on 'proxy incidence,' meaning that incidence was determined not by the number of occurrences of the search string per total number of words in the texts but rather by the number of articles containing at least one instance of the search string per total number of articles. For comparing US/UK newspapers across the time period at hand, the key parameter was simply the respective percentages of the total number of articles with at least one instance of the expression.
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The unexpected question and its answer: Avoidance
As all my interest was focused on the respective proportions of Obs and PdE expressions, I was surprised to note, in perusing my tables, that the actual number of articles with one instance of either of the respective expressions clearly declined, then rose, then declined again for a couple of decades -earlier decades in the US newspapers, later ones in the UK newspaper -despite the fact that both databases could be shown to have grown in volume at the same time. Table 1 shows that the combined totals of Obs and PdE expressions in Historical Newspapers Collection varied considerably across the 1851-1910 period, with some odd drops and slow increases -especially in the 1880s -in a steadily growing database. 900,000 1 8 5 1 1 8 5 3 1 8 5 5 1 8 5 7 1 8 5 9 1 8 6 1 1 8 6 3 1 8 6 5 1 8 6 7 1 8 6 9 1 8 7 1 1 8 7 3 1 8 7 5 1 8 7 7 1 8 7 9 1 8 8 1 1 8 8 3 1 8 8 5 1 8 8 7 1 8 8 9 1 8 9 1 1 8 9 3 1 8 9 5 1 8 9 7 1 8 9 9 1 9 0 1 1 9 0 3 1 9 0 5 1 9 0 7 1 9 0 9 45,000 1 8 9 0 1 8 9 2 1 8 9 4 1 8 9 6 1 8 9 8 1 9 0 0 1 9 0 2 1 9 0 4 1 9 0 6 1 9 0 8 1 9 1 0 1 9 1 2 1 9 1 4 1 9 1 6 1 9 1 9 1 9 2 1 1 9 2 3 1 9 2 5 1 9 2 7 1 9 2 9 1 9 3 1 1 9 3 3 1 9 3 5 1 9 3 7 1 9 3 9 1 9 4 1 1 9 4 3 1 9 4 5 1 9 4 7 1 9 4 9
Figure 3: Proxy incidence of two-ten million/s/ in Historical Newspapers Collection per year 1851 -1910 (from MacQueen 2010 Figure 3 displays an occasionally erratic but basically steady decline in the proxy incidence of these number-word expressions. It also includes information about key years in the gradual shift from predominantly Obs expressions to predominantly Figure 5 below.) These unexpected drops in proxy incidence are puzzling, especially considering the tremendous growth in industrial output and the explosion of wartime statistics over the periods in question. The answer to the puzzle is to be sought in human nature and the natural reaction to language uncertainty: as these expressions in MILLION began to tip from Obs to PdE ascendancy, newspaper writers and editors began to leave it to their readers to decide how to say the phrases by encoding them in numerical form instead. Thus, two millions of individuals or two million individuals could be expressed as 2,000,000 individuals. Such a convenient avoidance strategy is rarely available to uncertain language users. To test this hypothesis of a dynamic relationship between number-word and numerical expressions in MILLION, I searched for instances of 000,000 in the respective databases during the same relevant periods. Figure 4 plots the annual proxy incidence of number-word expressions against the annual proxy incidence of numerical expressions in the American Historical Newspapers Collection: Figure 4 : Comparative proxy incidence of two-ten million/s/ and 000,000 in Historical Newspaper Collection per year 1851 -1910 (from MacQueen 2010 Figure 4 reveals that numerical expressions were only about one sixth as frequent as their number-word equivalents at the beginning of the period. Both expressions peaked in the last three years of the American Civil War, especially in 1865, which is the year when the PdE expression first reached thirty percent of all instances. Nevertheless, numerical expressions are only about half as frequent as their number-word counterparts. There is another peak in 1872, when they are virtually equal in frequency. Then in 1873, the year when the PdE number-word expression first reached forty percent of all instances, numerical expressions continue to rise rapidly, while number-word expressions drop just as rapidly. From that point on, numerical expressions remain dominant for the rest A salient feature of The Times data in Figure 5 is that numerical expressions dominate number-word expressions throughout the period. This contrasts with the strong dominance of number-word expressions in the US newspapers in the mid 19 th century, which was seen in Figure 4 . Remarkably, the gap between the two lines, which had virtually closed through most of the 1870s, starts to grow, albeit erratically, in 1895, the year when the proportion of PdE usage reached the level of thirty percent for the first time in the UK. The gap continued to grow until 1947, by which time the proportion of the PdE version of the number-word expression was above ninety percent. As the uncertainty had vanished, it might 1 8 5 4 1 8 5 7 1 8 6 0 1 8 6 3 1 8 6 6 1 8 6 9 1 8 7 2 1 8 7 5 1 8 7 8 1 8 8 1 1 8 8 4 1 8 8 7 1 8 9 0 1 8 9 3 1 8 9 6 1 8 9 9 1 9 0 2 1 9 0 5 1 9 0 8 1 9 1 1 1 9 1 4 1 9 1 7 1 9 2 0 1 9 2 3 1 9 2 6 1 9 2 9 1 9 3 2 1 9 3 5 1 9 3 8 1 9 4 1 1 9 4 4 1 9 4 7 1 9 5 0 incidence´two-ten million/s/ incidence' 000,000 Collection. This will be further examined below.
Thus, the increased substitution of numerical expressions in US newspapers and The Times seems to have been triggered in both cases by a roughly thirtypercent usage of the new PdE form. This thirty-to forty-percent proportion of the new expression appears to have created a level of uncertainty among newspaper writers and editors that led them to avoid number-word expressions and substitute numerical expressions, leaving it to readers to unfold them into verbal expressions, whether silently in their minds or when reading the expression aloud.
Decade-level overviews and endgame
Having perused the data on the yearly level, we can now step back and look at the entire period of relevance for the respective American and British newspapers. Such a perspective also provides a clear picture of the endgame, that is, the respective periods when number-word expressions were no longer avoided and numerical expressions concomitantly declined in incidence. 1900s 1910s 1920s 1930s 1940s 1950s 1960s 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s two-ten million(s) 000,000 1850s  1860s  1870s  1880s  1890s  1900s  1910s  1920s  1930s  1940s  1950s  1960s  1970s  1980s two-ten million/s/ 000,000
with the numerical expression in (4), we find that the latter requires considerably less column space than the former.
(3) two millions of (4) 2,000,000
More space would of course be saved for longer number words like seven or twelve millions of, and even more for compound number words like twenty-eight millions of. On the other hand, the space saved by substituting a numerical expression for the PdE version of the word-number expression is minor in comparison with the same substitution for the Obs version.
(5) two million (6) 2,000,000
Thus, saving column space became less of an argument for substituting numerical expressions once the PdE number-word expression had become the standard. And using hybrid expressions, with numerals preceding the word million, saves a bit more column space.
(7) 2 million (8) 2,000,000
Conclusion
Whatever the influence of spatial economy might have been, it seems clear that the comparison of the proxy incidence of number-word expressions with numerical expressions by year and by decade provides, if not proof positive, then proof negative (modus tollens) of a pattern of linguistic avoidance in newspaper usage in the US and the UK, with the US pattern being largely reproduced roughly a generation later in the UK. While the phenomenon of avoidance is quite commonly referred to in psychological studies, to my knowledge it has yet to be addressed explicitly in linguistics outside of the context of taboo expressions. In the case presented above the empirical evidence strongly suggests that more than a century ago professional users of English began to avoid having to choose between number-word expressions like five millions of individuals or five million individuals because they were unsure which of them their readers would consider correct. Instead they turned to numerical expressions (5,000,000 individuals) and left it to the readers of their newspapers to unfold the numerical expression into whichever number-word expression they preferred. Many decades later, once it had become clear to everyone that the PdE version, five million individuals (which is perfectly parallel to similar expressions in HUNDRED and THOUSAND, and which more economically and directly expresses the ontological sense of the expression) represented virtually the only choice, these professional users abandoned their numerical expressions and reverted to numberword equivalents.
Establishing the existence of a historical footprint in usage has been hugely facilitated by our access to very-large-scale electronic corpora and the possibility of searching them for specific variants of expressions. Of course, not all linguistic expressions that are undergoing change have a convenient alternate set of written characters -numerals and their attendant conventions -that can be pressed into service when doubts arise regarding correct usage, but it is intriguing to ponder what other avoidance footprints remain to be traced. 
